[image: image1.png]Training & Consultancy




Direct Learn Training Ltd

Town Street Cottage

Brassington

Matlock

Derbyshire

DE4 4HB

Tel: 01629 540386

Mob: 0771 264 7600

Fax: 01629 540820

Email: geoffm@directlearn.co.uk

Web: www.directlearn.co.uk

 ILT Champions and awareness raising

Title and author details

Author: Geoff Minshull

Relevant experience: Geoff has been in Further Education since 1983, mainly in the UK, during which time he has worked with a wide range of businesses and organisations. He has also worked and lectured extensively in Southern Africa, Central America, and the USA. In 1996 he founded Direct Learn with the aim of developing online learning and promoting ILT in FE and HE. Recent work has included:

· helping develop and deliver the National Learning Network ILT Champion training programme;

· working with FERL to develop the MLE feature on their web site; 

· helping organise the FERL MLE conference in May 2000; 

· providing consultancy to a number of colleges on implementing ILT, including using VLEs.
· Monitoring and advising colleges on their ILT Strategies.
Organisation:

Direct Learn Training  Ltd

Phone: 01629 540386

Email: geoffm@directlearn.co.uk

Http://www.directlearn.co.uk
Executive Summary

When introducing a VLE for the first time, it's important to undertake a programme of awareness raising for staff, to ensure that the VLE is used both effectively and widely within the college. Staff may be initially resistant to the idea of online learning, possibly for very valid reasons. The role of ILT Champions in overcoming this resistance and in awareness raising generally, is very important. There are various ways to go about this process.

Be honest with the staff

Don't overhype VLEs and online learning. In the short term, there will be some extra work involved for some, possibly many, staff, particularly in learning new skills. Nevertheless, the rewards in terms of benefits to staff and students are considerable, including better administration, and improvements to teaching and learning.
Involve staff in the process of choosing a VLE

Your lecturing staff will be the ones delivering the courses via the VLE, and it's important that they are involved in the process of choosing one, if this is feasible. If they are involved right from the start, they are more likely to use it when it's installed, because they have developed some "ownership" of the VLE.

Show staff how it can make their life easier!

Staff shouldn't just see the VLE as creating a lot of extra work for them with no benefit. Show them the advantages it will have for them in their daily work, e.g. making it easier to share and re-use materials; making class administration and assessment easier; easing communications with students; improving student tracking.
Show staff how it improves teaching and learning

Show staff that it can improve teaching and learning too. Champions should illustrate ways in which this happens, e.g. more up to date content, better support for students, flexibility of learning, etc.

Start off small

Find a small number of enthusiastic staff, in different subject areas, who are willing to put in the time needed to make the first online courses a success. Work closely with them, helping them develop the necessary skills and content, and once they have some successful classes up and running, other people will be encouraged to join in too. Remember, using VLEs is actually a very significant change in the way people work. It takes time to mainstream this.

Staff as learners

A good way to introduce a VLE to staff is for them to use it as a student. Not only will they learn about VLEs, but they'll also be reminded of what being a student is like - and that can only be a good thing. 

Formal awareness/training sessions

The Champions are likely to be involved in the running of formal awareness/training sessions, to encourage staff to use the VLE, and to give them some training in how to use it. Staff should be given an overview of the benefits of using a VLE, and at least an introduction into the practicalities. 

Examples of good practice

An excellent way to raise awareness and encourage staff to use VLEs is to show them examples of good practice elsewhere. A number of colleges are now starting to use VLEs with large numbers of students. Some examples are given below. Full case studies from these, and other, colleges, are available on the FERL site - see the References section at the end of this report.
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The issues

It is one thing buying and installing a VLE, and quite another to get staff to use it. There's a very long list of colleges which have bought a VLE which, in reality, is hardly ever used, or only used by one or two people and a handful of students. There are lots of barriers to staff using online learning and VLEs - as there are to staff using ILT generally. Some of these reasons are understandable. They include:

· A perceived (albeit incorrectly) threat to jobs.

· The need to learn new skills.

· Lack of time, when many staff are overworked.

· Cynicism about the effect new technologies will have on teaching and learning.

· A mistrust that the technology is actually reliable enough for them to be confident that, for example, the online content will always be available when required.

· And an "if it ain't broke, don't fix it" attitude.

So it's important that staff are made aware of the benefits of online learning and VLEs, and, of course, of the problems and implications of using them - and this is where ILT Champions come in.

Nearly all colleges now have appointed one or more ILT Champions. Their role is to help promote and develop the use of ILT in the curriculum, and as part of that they are likely to have a pivotal role in raising awareness with their colleagues about online learning and VLEs. In many colleges their role will go further than this, and they may well undertake staff development, help create materials, administer the VLE, etc.

How Champions raise awareness, and encourage the use, of VLEs is the subject of the rest of this report.

Be honest with the staff

Don't overhype VLEs and online learning. They aren't a universal panacea, which will overnight increase retention rates, improve grades, reduce your workload, and give a new meaning to life. Maybe in the long term! However, in the short term, there is no getting away from the fact that there will be some extra work involved for staff. They will have to learn some basic technical skills in order to be able to effectively use VLEs; they will have to learn how to tutor online; they will have to write, or, more likely, assemble content into programmes of study (which, of course, they have to do anyway for face to face classes). Nevertheless, the rewards in terms of benefits to staff and students are considerable. 

However, it is worth pointing out that someone who is a poor face to face lecturer, is not likely to make a success of tutoring on-line - whilst conversely, a good face to face lecturer almost certainly will. The qualities needed to be a good lecturer - patience, understanding, ability to explain, understanding the learning process, etc - are the same whatever the mode; only the skills are different, and these can be learnt.

Involve staff in the process of choosing a VLE

Your lecturing staff will be the ones delivering the courses via the VLE, and it's important that they are involved in the process of choosing one, if this is feasible. If they are involved right from the start, they are more likely to use it when it's installed, because they have developed some "ownership" of the VLE.

At Leeds College of Technology, each supplier was invited in to the college in order to do a very detailed demonstration of their product lasting some hours. All the demonstrations were held within a short time frame, in order to keep them fresh in the minds of the audience. People invited to watch the demonstrations included members of SMT, the ILT Co-ordinator, and teaching staff. These all assessed the VLEs from different viewpoints, e.g. content authors, technical support requirements, MIS management facilities, educational value, etc. They were also strongly encouraged to ask detailed, searching questions of the suppliers. This experience was, in itself, a learning experience for the staff.

Show staff how it can make their life easier!

It's important that staff don't just see the VLE as creating a lot of extra work for them with no benefit. Show them the advantages it will have for them in their daily work. Yes, there will be some extra work, e.g. learning the new skills; but it will also make their life easier. How? Some examples are:

· It makes it easier to share and re-use materials. Once a course is written and placed online, other staff can use it immediately, without having to write the content themselves. This is what happened at Leeds - one person wrote the Key Skills materials, which were then used by all the staff teaching Key Skills. As more content becomes available, from the National Learning Network and other sources, this will become more and more common.

· It can make class administration easier. A very simple example is that of handouts. In a class delivered entirely face to face, the lecturer has to remember to give out handouts in the next session (or even later) to students who missed the session where they were first distributed. However, if the handouts are placed on the VLE it is up to the student to download them if they miss the class. Whilst in one sense this is a trivial example, it does also free the lecturer from having to do what, in reality, is an irritating administrative task.

· It can make it easier to give feedback to students, by using the in-built communications facilities such as email, bulletin boards and chat rooms.

· It can make some forms of assessment easier (for the lecturer), by using the automatic marking features found in all VLEs. No-one likes marking, and if formative assessment at least can be automated this can save a lot of time which can be better used for other things.

· The communications facilities can mean that students give each other a lot of support, whereas previously the tutor might have been the only source for support.

· Student tracking features mean that the lecturer can very easily see who has been accessing content, submitting assignments, etc.

· Flexible teaching! One of the advantages of online learning is that it can take place any time, any where. However, the same applies, up to a point, to teaching where there is a significant online component. It's certainly technically possible, and frequently more productive, for staff to work from home for part of the time, and to work more flexible hours - assuming management agreement of course.

Show staff how it improves teaching and learning

It's important to show staff that it can improve teaching and learning too. Champions should illustrate ways in which this happens, e.g.

· Provision of up to date, high quality content via a consistent interface.

· Ability to easily tailor content for the individual as well as the class.

· Greater flexibility of access to learning for the student, both in terms of time and physical  location.

· Access to a much wider range of resources via the internet.

· Communications facilities resulting in much faster feedback and communication between student and lecturer, and between students.

· Improved opportunities for self assessment using the in-built assessment tools.

· When used to complement face to face classes, the VLE can be used to deliver routine information and content online, and free the  lecturer to work much more interactively with the students in the face to face sessions. (A VLE used correctly should empower a lecturer, not de-skill them!)

Start off small

It is probably a mistake to try and suddenly move all lecturers into using VLEs, not least because when a VLE is introduced for the first time it's a learning process for everybody. It's a good idea to find a small number of enthusiastic staff, in different subject areas, who are willing to put in the time needed to make the first online courses a success. Work closely with them, helping them develop the necessary skills and content, and once they have some successful classes up and running, other people will be encouraged to join in too. Remember, using VLEs is actually a very significant change in the way people work. It takes time to mainstream this.

It will probably be worth the Champion developing some online content, or even a full course, and making that available to other staff to use in their teaching - so that they can just concentrate on the support and delivery, without having to worry at this stage about content creation.

Staff as learners

A good way to introduce a VLE to staff is for them to use it as a student. Not only will they learn about VLEs, but they'll also be reminded of what being a student is like - and that can only be a good thing. Some colleges have just used the communications facilities with their staff, others have used the VLE to deliver courses, e.g. ECDL or similar. This process will demonstrate to staff a lot of the pitfalls, and some of the advantages, of online learning.

Formal awareness/training sessions

The Champions are likely to be involved in the running of formal awareness/training sessions, to encourage staff to use the VLE, and to give them some training in how to use it. A typical session could include:

· Overview of VLE functions.

· Advantages to staff and students, both administrative and in teaching and learning.

· Looking at course example from other colleges, and/or sample courses from the Champion's college.

· Looking at sources of content.

· Practical session:

· How to create/upload content

· How to create a class on the VLE

· Using the communications facilities

· Using the online assessment facilities

· Using the tracking facilities

· Enrolling students

(This assumes that participating staff are already familiar with email, browsers, word processors and file management).

This would be about a day's training. At the end of it staff would have an overview of the benefits of using a VLE, and at least an introduction into the practicalities. They should also be able to take away simple step by step guides to the content covered in the practical sessions, plus resources such as logins for the demo courses, URLs for the case studies on the FERL site, etc. 

Following this, there would need to be further formal/informal sessions to assist the lecturers to create their first course. 

Examples of good practice

An excellent way to raise awareness and encourage staff to use VLEs is to show them examples of good practice elsewhere. A number of colleges are now starting to use VLEs with large numbers of students. Some examples are given below. Full case studies from these colleges, and other colleges using VLEs, are available on the FERL site.

Leeds College of Technology

Leeds are using their VLE to support mainstream provision, with approximately 400 students actively using it, primarily for Key Skills. Key Skills classes are timetabled in computing rooms and the VLE is not aimed at distance learners but as a resource for the classroom (though some students do also access materials from home). Six out of twelve teachers are using it extensively, the rest to a greater or lesser extent.

Some staff use nothing but the supplied materials (written in-house), and offer support where necessary.  Others use the materials for one section of work but then produce vocationally based materials as they see fit. Some ignore the materials and generate their own

The College is developing similar support across the range of its provision.

Solihull College

Solihull College has around 1,200 students using the VLE (only 12 months after it was installed) for courses as diverse as the CISCO Networking Academy course, A level Psychology and Key Skills diagnostics. It is used by both campus-based and off-campus students, including work-based and distance learning students.  Some tutors use the system to supplement campus-based face to face teaching, partly as a result of Curriculum 2000.  In a number of these cases, they make use of the online environment to provide access to learning materials, interactive assignments and communication tools such as discussion forums, email and chat. Another campus-based use of the system has involved the development of online diagnostic assessment tools used for Key Skills. 

None of the students using the system are using it as their sole method of accessing support.  In this sense, therefore, none of the students could be described as 100% "elearners", although a large number of the student users are accessing the system externally from outside the College. One course - CISCO Networking Academy – can be completed 100% online as all of the assignments, learning materials, laboratory workshops and summative assessments are available within the online environment.  However, the majority of students using the VLE do attend some face to face workshop sessions on campus. 

Partly as a result of academic policy and partly as a result of tutor preference, there is a pattern of usage developing which appears to involve using the system to supplement face to face contact at day schools or similar.  In some cases, these day schools are taking place at employers’ premises and sometimes at the College. One course that has made extensive use of the system has a framework of eight day schools which take place at College.  The online environment has then been used to sustain and to develop discussion themes and activities beyond the day schools so that students can continue to work together as a learning community at other times.  This has primarily involved the use of online communication tools, principally discussion forums and email.  Some project work has also been completed largely online on this course.

Conclusion

It is essential that staff are aware of the opportunities and problems associated with using VLEs, and are supported by a comprehensive training programme to enable them to use VLEs effectively. ILT Champions have a key role in this. Without awareness raising and training, the VLE is likely to be under-used and ineffective.

Glossary

BECTa
British Educational and Communications Technology Agency

ECDL
European Computer Driving Licence - an IT qualification.

FERL
FERL (formerly FE Resources for Learning) is the part of BECTa which has responsibility for FE.

ILT
Information and Learning Technology.

MLE
Managed Learning Environment. The whole range of information systems and processes of the College that contribute directly, or indirectly, to learning and the management of that learning, including a VLE.

NLN 
National Learning Network. Government initiative to support ILT in FE.

VLE
Virtual Learning Environment. Software which provides an integrated online learning environment.
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FERL feature on Virtual Learning Environments

http://ferl.becta.org.uk/features/mle/startpage.htm

This is a good starting point for looking at VLEs, containing, amongst other things, links to other useful sites, supplier details, case studies from colleges using VLEs, and guest logins to a number of VLEs.

National Learning Network

http://www.nln.ac.uk

Up to date information on the National Learning Network

Web based teaching - Stephen Bostock, University of Keele

http://www.keele.ac.uk/depts/cs/Stephen_Bostock/webteaching/home.htm

A useful site which illustrates how the web can be used in teaching and learning. Good for awareness raising with colleagues.
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